All relevant data are within the paper and its Supporting Information files.

Introduction {#sec001}
============

An increasing number of broadly neutralizing monoclonal Abs (mAbs) against HIV have been identified in recent years and have illuminated new neutralizing epitopes on the envelope (Env) glycoprotein complex. It remains unclear why the HIV virion does not induce broadly neutralizing Abs earlier in infection, or in a higher percentage of infected individuals. Generally, it is thought that the broadly neutralizing epitopes may be relatively weakly immunogenic and structurally difficult to access \[[@pone.0158861.ref001]\]. It has been postulated that targeting of conformational epitopes on mature Env trimers may be necessary to neutralize HIV. Conformational epitopes within mature Env can be found within a single protomer, and distant patches of amino acid sequences that are brought together by protein folding. In contrast, quaternary epitopes are conformational epitopes whose structure depends upon the arrangement of multiple protomers, or is enhanced by them, or may depend on the arrangement of multiple protomers (*i*.*e*., quaternary epitopes). A quaternary epitope may be located in a single protein of a multimeric complex, or it may span multiple protomers, being formed *de novo* by their interaction. Previous studies that identified the broadly neutralizing mAbs PG9 and PG16, which preferentially recognize novel quaternary epitopes, also showed that the overwhelming majority of the neutralizing anti-HIV supernatants from B-cell cultures did not bind to monomeric gp120 or gp41 proteins \[[@pone.0158861.ref002]\]. However, the induction of individual broadly neutralizing Abs appears to be relatively rare and often occurs late in infection \[[@pone.0158861.ref003], [@pone.0158861.ref004]\].

Designing the ideal antigen for an HIV vaccine is a current challenge in the field. Monomeric Envs generally induce neutralizing Ab responses of limited breadth and depth \[[@pone.0158861.ref005], [@pone.0158861.ref006]\]. Scheid *et al*. cloned collections of anti-HIV Abs using a flow cytometric sorting technique and selection of single B cells with recombinant gp140 trimers comprising gp120 and the ectodomain of gp41 trimerized with the T4-phage fibritin trimerization motif -(termed gp140 foldons) \[[@pone.0158861.ref007]\]. Many of the variable genes encoding these Abs possess a high level of somatic mutation. Interestingly, none of these Abs were specific for trimeric Env since they also recognized monomeric recombinant gp120. When a similar gp140 foldon construct was used as vaccine in rhesus macaque challenge studies, protection against heterologous rectal simian-HIV (SHIV) challenge was only modest \[[@pone.0158861.ref008]\]. Recombinant Env proteins generally exhibit a poor ability to induce a broad neutralizing Ab response. This finding may be related to difficulty in recapitulating conformational, and specifically quaternary, epitopes in recombinant Env proteins.

We previously developed a pseudovirion- or virus-like particle (VLP)-based platform for antigen presentation of naturally cleaved Env trimer \[[@pone.0158861.ref009]\]. These VLPs present the epitopes for classic broadly neutralizing HIV mAbs and responded to CD4 binding by increasing access to CD4-induced epitopes \[[@pone.0158861.ref010]\]. To study quaternary epitope-targeting Abs (QtAbs), we used these VLPs in fluorescence-activated flow-cytometric cell sorting experiments to isolate mAbs including a neutralizing human mAb to a CD4-induced quaternary epitope \[[@pone.0158861.ref010], [@pone.0158861.ref011]\]. We also identified a panel of novel Abs that possess a large number of somatic mutations, but do not exhibit broad or potent Ab-dependent cell-mediated virus inhibition or HIV neutralization \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]. Env trimers and VLPs, rather than monomeric Env, are the preferred antigen targets of these Abs, which is consistent with their being QtAbs.

In this study, to further the characterization of these QtAbs, we sought to define the epitopes targeted by members of this panel of QtAbs. Competition-binding studies showed these QtAbs targeted four separate quaternary epitopes on the HIV virion (designated here Competition Groups \[CGs\] A-D). These QtAbs did not bind monomeric gp120 or gp41 ectodomain readily and did not bind linear epitopes in binding screens with Env peptides. Surprsingly, they did not compete for binding to trimeric Env with a panel of known broadly neutralizing mAbs that are QtAbs. Alanine-scanning mutagenesis studies were used to map two of these epitope CGs (B and C). One CG (B) targeted the gp41 immunodominant 1 region known to undergo dynamic changes during fusion, and the second CG (C) targeted a discontinuous epitope that had not been previously described. These immunogenic epitopes should be considered during structure-based vaccine design of optimal HIV Env immunogens.

Materials and Methods {#sec002}
=====================

Full-length Ab expression {#sec003}
-------------------------

We previously reported the isolation from several long-term non-progressor subjects of a large panel of human mAbs to HIV from peripheral blood B cells labeled with VLPs \[[@pone.0158861.ref010]--[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]. The cells were obtained from a de-identified sample repository. The prior research involving human participants to obtain the samples for the repository was approved by the Vanderbilt Institutional Review Board (IRB), and all clinical investigation was conducted according to the principles expressed in the Declaration of Helsinki. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. Ab heavy and light chain variable gene segments isolated from individual B cells from HIV- infected long-term non-progressors were cloned into a full-length human IgG1 expression vector as previously described \[[@pone.0158861.ref010]\]. Recombinant IgG1 Abs were prepared from transient transfection and purified on Protein G columns as described previously \[[@pone.0158861.ref010]\].

Biotinylated Ab competition assays {#sec004}
----------------------------------

Abs first were equilibrated in carbonate buffer (pH 9.3) using 50-kDa cutoff Amicon Ultra-4 centrifugal filter units (Millipore Corp., Billerica, MA) per the manufacturer's instructions. Ab concentrations were determined using a Nanodrop spectrophotometer (Thermo Scientific). Sulfosuccinimidobiotin (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) was added at a 30-fold molar excess over the concentration of Ab (approximately 90 μg per mg of Ab). This solution was mixed and incubated for 30 minutes with gentle shaking at room temperature. Trizma-HCl (1M, pH 7.5) was added up to 10% by volume to bind residual biotin molecules. The biotinylated Ab was separated from residual biotin complexes and equilibrated to PBS (pH 7.4) using a G-25 Sephadex Nap-5 column (GE Healthcare, Piscataway NJ) per the manufacturer's protocol. Biotinylated Abs were competed with the panel of known unlabeled HIV-specific Abs, as listed in the results section. Gp140 trimers or VLPs in PBS were added to the wells of Immulon II HB 96-well microplates (Dynex Technologies, Inc., Chantilly, VA) and stored at 4°C overnight. BaL gp140 trimers, more specifically gp140 foldons, were produced with transient transfection in HEK 293 FreeStyle cells (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA). The BaL foldon expression construct consisted of BaL gp140, a T4-phage fibritin trimerization domain (*i*.*e*., foldon domain) \[[@pone.0158861.ref013]\], and a his-tag sequence prior to the stop codon. Synthesis of this construct was ordered from GenScript (Piscataway, NJ), cloned in-frame in the pcDNA 3.1 expression vector. These constructs have a retained furin cleavage site (REKR). Supernatants were filtered initially with a 0.2 micron filter and further purified using using an Amicon Ultra-50, PLHK Ultracel-PL membrane with a 150-kDa cutoff (Millipore Corp., Billerica, MA). Native and denatured polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis was used in tandem to check for purity and resolution of the trimer prior to use. The SF162 gp140 trimer was obtained from NIH AIDS Reagent Repository, and also retains its furin cleavage site \[[@pone.0158861.ref014], [@pone.0158861.ref015]\]. For the gp140 trimer assays, plates were coated with 100 μL of gp140 trimer at 10 ng/mL at 4°C overnight. VLPs were produced similarly to our previously described work with an HIV VLP ELISA \[[@pone.0158861.ref010], [@pone.0158861.ref011]\]. The incorporation of Env can vary between VLP preparations. To control for this variation, we used control Abs to optimize concentrations of VLPs used in each ELISA. After creation of VLPs, a small aliquot of each batch was removed, diluted in various concentrations, and used as the capture antigen in a VLP ELISA. Binding of Abs 2G12 and 2F5 were used to choose the optimal (best dynamic range with lowest background) VLP dilution for each individual batch. Quantification of antigen on the surface of these types of VLPs is detailed in previous work \[[@pone.0158861.ref009]\]. From that work, we estimated that 300--500 picograms of Env incorporated into VLP was used per well on the ELISA plates. VLP was added in 100 μL of PBS to each well. After overnight incubation, coating solution was removed and the plates were blocked with PBS containing 10% FBS for 2 hours at room temperature. EC~50~ values of Abs were predetermined against test antigen by using two-fold dilutions ranging from μg/mL to picogram/mL of the test Ab. Non-linear regression using Prism Software (GraphPad, La Jolla, CA) was performed on the binding results to estimate each EC~50~. Results shown are from use of a normalized unlabeled-to-labeled Ab concentrations ratio of 2:1, based EC~50~. For example, if the EC~50~ of an Ab was 20 ng/mL, then the unlabeled Ab was plated at 40 ng/mL against the labeled Ab concentration of 20 ng/mL. After blocking, Abs were mixed in diluent (PBS containing 7.5% FBS) and added to microtiter wells at 2:1 unlabeled/labeled ratio (normalized to EC~50~), and incubated for 1 h at room temperature. Plates were washed and incubated with a 1:5,000 mix of streptavidin-horseradish peroxidase (HRP) in diluent (Southern Biotech, Birmingham, Al) for 1 h at room temperature. Plates were washed three times with PBS, then incubated with 100 μL per well of 1-Step Ultra TMB-ELISA Substrate Solution (Thermo Fisher, Grand Island, NY). 100 μL of 2 N sulfuric acid was used to stop the reaction. Plates then were read with a μQuant microplate spectrophotometer (BioTek, Winooski VT) at 450 nanometers.

Peptide binding assays {#sec005}
----------------------

Group M consensus peptides (obtained through the NIH AIDS Reagent Program, Division of AIDS, NIAID, NIH: HIV-1 Consensus Group M Env Peptide Set Cat\# 9487) were dissolved in 10% (v/v) DMSO in PBS. Peptides were diluted further in PBS, and microwells were incubated with 50 μg per well of peptide overnight at 4C on a rocking platform. Wells were washed in PBS three times and blocked with 10% (w/v) BSA in PBS. Test Abs (100 ng/mL) were added to the wells and incubated at 37°C for 1 hour. After washing, wells were incubated with secondary HRP-conjugated goat anti-human IgG (H+L) (Southern Biotech, Birmingham, AL) diluted 1:1,000 in PBS for 1 hour at room temperature. After washing, 1-Step Ultra TMB-ELISA Substrate Solution (Thermo Fisher, Grand Island, NY) was added and color development was halted with 2N sulfuric acid similar to the assays mentioned above. Optical densities were read at 450 nm absorbance on a μQuant microplate spectrophotometer (BioTek, Winooski VT), and data were analyzed with Prism Software (GraphPad, La Jolla, CA).

Alanine scanning mutagenesis {#sec006}
----------------------------

A shotgun mutagenesis mutation library was created for HIV-1 (strain KNH1144, GenBank \#JQ715384), as previously described \[[@pone.0158861.ref016]\]. Briefly, a parental plasmid expressing codon-optimized gp160 Env (truncated at residue 708) was used as a template to make a library of alanine substitutions across gp160 targeted residues 30--708. Each residue was mutated to alanine; alanine residues were mutated to serine. In total, 678 Env mutants were generated (99.9% coverage), sequence confirmed, and plasmids expressing each mutant were arrayed into 384-well plates (one mutant plasmid per well). Each mutation array plate contained mutants plus eight positive wells (containing cell lines with native Env expression) and four negative control wells (containing the cell line only). Each mutant was used to transfect human HEK-293T cells and expression proceeded over 22 h with incubation in 5% CO~2~ and at 37°C. Cells were fixed in 4% (v/v) paraformaldehyde (Electron Microscopy Sciences, Hatfield, PA) in PBS plus calcium and magnesium (PBS++). Cells were stained with optimized concentrations (0.1--2.0 μg/mL) of purified mAbs diluted in PBS containing 10% normal goat serum (NGS, Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO). The optimized primary Ab concentration was determined separately for each Ab by titrating Ab immunofluorescence against the parental wild-type gp160 to ensure that signals were within the linear range of detection, and that the difference between signal and background was at least 5-fold. Bound Abs were detected using 3.75 μg/mL AlexaFluor488-conjugated goat anti-human IgG (Jackson ImmunoResearch Laboratories, Pike West Grove, PA) diluted 1:1,000 in PBS containing 10% NGS, after which wells were washed three times with PBS. Mean cellular fluorescence was detected using the Intellicyt High-Throughput Flow Cytometer (HTFC, Intellicyt, Albuquerque, NM). Ab reactivities against each mutant gp160 clone were calculated relative to wild-type Env reactivity by subtracting the signal from mock-transfected controls, then normalizing to the signal from wild-type Env-transfected controls. Residues required for mAb binding were identified as critical to the mAb epitope if reactivity of the test mAb was lost (\<20--35% of wild-type), but reactivity of control Abs (\>70%) was retained. This counter-screen strategy enabled the exclusion of gp160 mutants that were locally misfolded or that had an expression defect \[[@pone.0158861.ref016]\]. Critical residues required for Ab binding were visualized on the SIV gp41 post-fusion structure (PDB ID 2EQ) \[[@pone.0158861.ref017]\] and BG505 SOSIP.664 HIV-1 Env trimer (PDB ID 4ZMJ) \[[@pone.0158861.ref018]\].

Results {#sec007}
=======

Previously, we identified a panel of highly mutated non-neutralizing mAbs from a cohort of HIV-infected long-term non-progressor subjects \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]. A number of these mAbs preferentially bound BaL-strain Env in trimeric forms, and not monomeric proteins, consistent with the functional pattern of binding of QtAbs. These QtAbs and mAbs from the same study with significant sequence homology represented a significant proportion of the B-cell response identified with VLPs. Because these mAbs represent a dominant population of the Abs identified by binding to Env presented on VLPs, we sought to further determine the epitopes targeted by these Abs. Here, we fully characterized a collection of ten Abs from one subject (10076) that represented a total of eight clonal groups of mAbs previously assigned by sequence similarity \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]. The expressed Ab genes and sequence information for these ten recombinant mAbs are shown in detail in [S1 Table](#pone.0158861.s001){ref-type="supplementary-material"}.

To further define the epitopes recognized by these QtAbs, we developed a competition-binding ELISA using biotinylated forms of recombinant full-length QtAbs, whose variable regions are encoded by expressed Ab genes of VLP-Env-specific B cells (biotinylated challenge Ab \[BCA\], [Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}). Due to the disparate binding affinities, Ab concentrations were normalized to EC~50~s ([Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}) as detailed in the methods. The previously identified QtAb, PG9, which recognizes a conformational epitope in the gp120 V1/V2 region \[[@pone.0158861.ref002]\] that was first identified by mAb 2909 \[[@pone.0158861.ref019]\], did not compete for binding (shown in [Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}). PG9 also required the use of concentrations in the microgram per mL amount to achieve normalized EC~50~ ratios of 2:1 for these assays. [Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"} shows the results using SF162-Env gp140 trimers, (gift of L. Stamatatos), and four representative QtAb BCAs 76-Q3-2C6, 76-Q5-8F6, 76-Q11-6F11 or 76-Q13-6F5). For convenience, full clone names were shortened to three-letter unique designators throughout the rest of this manuscript (*i*.*e*. 76-Q3-2C6 is designated as 2C6). An unlabeled Ab to BCA ratio of 2:1, normalized to EC~50~ values, was used with readout as reduction of streptavidin-HRP signal, reflecting inhibition of binding. A normalized EC~50~ 2:1 ratio of unlabeled Ab to BCA ratio showed reduction of streptavidin-HRP signal when competed with the same non-labeled Ab (thick black column) as an internal control. Unlabeled Abs competing against the same BCA in this assay were considered part of that BCA epitope CG (columns outlined with dashed boxes). Abs whose average (irrespective of standard deviation) competition was over 40%, which was twice the average level of nonspecific competition observed in controls, were defined as competing Abs ([Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}, shaded hatched portion). The results from testing the QtAbs segregated the Abs into four CGs, designated CGs A-D).

![QtAb competition ELISA against BaL gp140 trimers revealed multiple novel quaternary epitopes.\
Each frame represents competitive binding against a different biotinylated competitor Ab (BCA) (using QtAbs 2C6, 8F6, 6F11, or 6F5). Unlabeled Ab to BCA ratios of 2:1 (based on EC~50~ values) are shown. Competition was confirmed by control Ab inhibition (the unlabeled Ab was same Ab as the BCA) shown in thick black bars for each frame. Competitive inhibition of BCA binding of \>40% (mean value irrespective of standard deviation), approximately twice the background % of controls (outside of the diagonally shaded areas beneath the dashed line), was considered positive. Assays were performed in duplicate and repeated twice, with consistent inter-assay results. The Abs within each dashed box represents those Abs forming a CG (A, B or C). The negative control, mAb PG9, targets a well-characterized neutralizing quaternary epitope; as an unlabeled competitor, it did not show any competition. Another unlabeled competitor, mAb G1-3E4, is a non-QtAb control Ab from the same study.](pone.0158861.g001){#pone.0158861.g001}

10.1371/journal.pone.0158861.t001

###### Epitope competition group (CG) assignment, binding kinetics and preference of quaternary-epitope targeting Abs for binding to Env in VLPs gp140 trimers.

![](pone.0158861.t001){#pone.0158861.t001g}

  Epitope Competition groups (CGs)[^a^](#t001fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   Subj.10076 clonal group[^b^](#t001fn002){ref-type="table-fn"}   mAb                    gp41[^c^](#t001fn003){ref-type="table-fn"}   VLP binding preferred                        HIV clade B virus trimeric Env protein antigens                                                                                                                                                                                      
  ------------------------------------------------------------------------ --------------------------------------------------------------- ---------------------- -------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------- --------------------------------------------
  A                                                                        Q3                                                              2C6                    \>                                           Yes                                          0.87 (0.75--1.0)                                  1.9                                          10.0 (8.3--12.2)                             1.8                                          45.3 (39.3--52.3)                           1.5
  B                                                                        Q4                                                              5F4                    500--1,000                                   Yes                                          2.0 (1.8--2.2)                                    1.6 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}   24.4 (19.6--30.4)                            1.0 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}   \> [^e^](#t001fn005){ref-type="table-fn"}   nd [^f^](#t001fn006){ref-type="table-fn"}
  Q5                                                                       5C2                                                             315.9 (171.2--583.0)   Yes                                          2.5 (2.3--2.8)                               1.8 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}        44.5 (30.1--64.7)                            0.8 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}   \>                                           nd                                          
  8F6                                                                      nd                                                              Yes                    2.6 (2.1--3.2)                               1.2                                          129.0 (90.0--185)                                 0.9                                          \>                                           nd                                                                                       
  Q6                                                                       7B6                                                             nd                     Yes                                          2.6 (2.4--2.8)                               1.3                                               66.4 (50.0--87.9)                            0.9                                          \>                                           nd                                          
  C                                                                        Q7                                                              6F11                   nd                                           No                                           10.8 (8.7--13.3)                                  1.1 [^g^](#t001fn007){ref-type="table-fn"}   13.2 (12.0--14.5)                            1.7 [^e^](#t001fn005){ref-type="table-fn"}   7.2 (6.5--7.9)                              1.4 [^g^](#t001fn007){ref-type="table-fn"}
  7C6                                                                      9.2 (6.5--13.1)                                                 No                     4.4 (3.6--5.5)                               1.2 [^g^](#t001fn007){ref-type="table-fn"}   5.7 (5.1--6.3)                                    1.6 [^e^](#t001fn005){ref-type="table-fn"}   8.6 (7.6--9.7)                               1.5 [^g^](#t001fn007){ref-type="table-fn"}                                               
  Q11                                                                      4E4                                                             nd                     Yes                                          11.2 (10.1--14.1)                            1.3                                               33.1 (29.0--37.9)                            1.1                                          44.5 (40.3--49.3)                            1.4                                         
  Q13                                                                      6F5                                                             500--1,000             Yes                                          20.6 (16.0--26.0)                            1.5 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}        631 (100--3900)                              0.7 [^d^](#t001fn004){ref-type="table-fn"}   \>                                           nd                                          
  D                                                                        Q14                                                             8B10                   \>                                           Yes                                          1.8 (1.4--2.3)                                    2.2                                          \>                                           nd                                           \>                                          nd

^a^ Competition Group (CG), determined by competition against binding of biotinylated Abs (see [Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}).

^b^ Subject 10076 clones with quaternary (Q) epitope binding patterns were grouped by common genetic elements \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\].

^c^ Gp41 and BaL strain VLP EC~50~ data were previously published, Table 3 of reference \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\].

^d^ Indicates cooperative binding preference for VLP compared to gp140 trimers.

^e^ \> Indicates EC~50~ was \>1,000 ng/mL.

^f^ nd--Indicates 'not determined'.

^g^ Indicates cooperative binding preference for gp140 trimers compared to VLP.

CGs A, B and C were defined by competition with unlabeled QtAbs for binding to BaL Env trimers, as shown in [Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}. Competition-binding ELISAs showed similar results when performed using either VLPs (data not shown) or gp140 trimers from strain BaL for CGs A-C. The CG A QtAb 2C6 is interesting, because no other Ab interfered with its binding. However, it blocked binding of the CG B mAb 8F6. These results probably reflect the stronger affinity for antigen that 2C6 has relative to 8F6. Similarly, the CG C QtAbs 6F5 and 6F11 differ by two-fold in their EC~50~ values; the stronger binder, 6F11, inhibited BCA 6F5 strongly, whereas 6F5, the weaker binder of the two, only weakly inhibited BCA 6F11. QtAb 8B10 did not bind trimers readily (see below and [Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}), but using VLPs and the CG A-C BCAs, competition was not detected (data not shown). Hence, QtAb 8B10 was classified as representing a fourth competition-binding group, designated CG D. Representative BCAs of CGs A-C did not reveal competition between our QtAbs and representative mAbs that target gp120 (2G12, VRC01/03, B12, 447-52D), gp41 (2F5, 4E10, 50--69), CD4-induced Env epitopes (48d, 17b, F825), or conformational epitope targeting Abs (HJ16, F105 or A32) (data not shown). MAbs specific to immunodominant I and II regions are shown below in their respective specific mapping sections. These assays were performed with labeled Abs at concentrations corresponding to their EC~50~ values, and unlabeled Abs at concentrations twice their EC~50~ This design resulted in the use of mAbs in concentrations of 200--1,000 ng/mL in competition against the BCA at a concentration of 20 ng/mL.

We had determined previously the binding affinities of these mAbs against VLPs and showed that a subset of these mAbs bind poorly, if at all, to monomeric BaL gp120 or gp41 of strain III B, consistent with the designation QtAb \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]. To confirm that these QtAbs did not target linear epitopes, we performed Env-peptide-based epitope mapping of representative Abs from CGs A-C. The group M gp160 consensus peptides obtained from the NIH AIDS Reagents Program (Cat\# 9487, individual Cat \#s 8974--9184) are 15-mers with 11 amino-acid overlapping sequences. Binding by mAb 2C6 (CG A), mAb 7B6 (CG B), mAb 7C6 (CG C), control mAbs 2F5 (gp41 membrane proximal region) or 2G12 (gp120 glycosylation-dependent) was compared to account for non-specific binding., Identification of an epitope was considered reliable if the mAb bound specifically to two or more adjacent peptides. The utility of this restrictive screening method was confirmed by binding results of the control mAb 2F5 that bound specifically to three overlapping peptides (NIH AIDS Reagents Program Cat\# 9136--9138; HXB2 gp160 reference amino acids 653--675). These three peptides contain the known 2F5 MPER epitope ELDKWA (HXB2 gp160 reference amino acids 662--667). For the peptides overlapping gp41, no adjacent peptides showed specific binding to any of the representative CGs A-C Abs, suggesting their epitopes are not present on short linear peptides (data not shown). Peptides that did show nonspecific binding (one control and multiple test Abs bound) were Cat \#s 9112, 9113, 9120, 9123 and 9139. Notably, 2C6 did bind specifically to one peptide, but both adjacent peptide showed no binding, and this is currently being investigated.

To explore further the targeting of different Env forms, we compared binding of the 10 QtAbs to VLPs and gp140 trimers. We generated titration ELISA curves for these QtAbs against BaL strain VLPs or gp140 trimeric Env antigens from each of two strains, BaL and SF162 (examples are shown in [Fig 2](#pone.0158861.g002){ref-type="fig"}, with full results in [Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}). Most of the QtAbs exhibited a significant preference for the VLP form of Env. The most striking example of this pattern was the CG D Ab 8B10, which bound to BaL gp160 incorporated into VLPs, but not to BaL gp140 trimers (bottom panel of [Fig 2](#pone.0158861.g002){ref-type="fig"}). Some Abs exhibited slight preferential binding to the VLP antigen (for example, mAb 2C6). This diversity in patterns of recognition among these Ab CGs suggests that avidity alone did not drive the differential binding of Abs to VLP versus trimers. To assess if additional epitopes were influenced by VLP presentation, we analyzed the binding preference of the V3 loop-specific non-QtAb 447-52D. In contrast to the QtAbs, mAb 447-52D exhibited increased affinity for binding to Env trimers compared to VLPs (EC~50~ values 138 and 440 ng/mL, respectively). Intriguingly, the different antigens also revealed potential differences in cooperative binding of the QtAbs (revealed by difference in the slope of the binding curves, or Hill slope) \[[@pone.0158861.ref020]\]. Standard binding has a Hill slope of 1.0, and values greater than 1.0 imply some cooperative effect or avidity effect. This Hill slope varied between binding to VLP or gp140 trimer suggesting that recognition of an epitope may be affected by the format of presentation. Generally, CG B QtAbs were much more homogenous in their binding patterns than CG C QtAbs, however a subset of CG C (QtAbs 5F4 and 5C2) showed more cooperative binding when targeting their epitopes on VLPs versus gp140 trimers ([Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}).

![Quaternary epitope-targeting Abs variably bind gp140 trimers in a strain-dependent manner.\
Depending on the QtAb, variability was observed in binding BaL strain Env protein incorporated in VLPs (filled circle) versus gp140 trimers of the same strain (Clade B BaL, filled triangle) or of a different clade B strain (SF162, open triangle). See [Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"} for corresponding binding data.](pone.0158861.g002){#pone.0158861.g002}

To identify critical binding residues within the HIV Env epitopes required for mAb binding, we next screened a comprehensive mutation library \[[@pone.0158861.ref016]\] comprising gp160 variants produced by shotgun mutagenesis, with each residue in the Env sequence individually mutated to alanine (alanine residues were mutated to serine). The library contained 678 gp160 mutants (99.9% coverage of targeted residues 30--708; numbering according to strain KNH1144, GenBank AAW72237). cDNAs encoding each member of the mutation library were used to transfect human HEK-293T cells in a 384-well array format (one clone per well) and evaluated in parallel for mAb reactivity to trimeric Env protein on the surface of cells. Expression was measured by immunofluorescent Ab staining and detection by flow cytometry with comparison to binding by control Ab binding (example comparisons are shown in Figs [3A](#pone.0158861.g003){ref-type="fig"} and [4A](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}).

![Identification of critical binding residues in the epitope of QtAb 7B6 by shotgun mutagenesis epitope mapping.\
(A) Binding of QtAb to mutant Env relative to wild-type HIV gp160 is plotted for each amino acid mutant for the test QtAb, as shown in this example of mAb 7B6 in comparison to a control mAb (2F5). Clones with reactivity \<35% for the test mAb but with \>70% reactivity for the control mAb were identified as critical for test mAb binding. (B) Alanine mutation of 4 individual residues significantly reduced 7B6 binding (dark grey bars), but did not impair binding of control Abs (2G12 or 2F5, shown in light grey or mid grey). Bars represent the mean and range of two replicates. (C) Structural analysis of the critical residues required for 7B6 binding. Critical residues are shown on one chain of the gp41 post-fusion trimer (PDB 2EZQ) and (D) the BG505 SOSIP.664 HIV-1 Env trimer (PDB 4ZMJ). (E) Biotinylated competition Ab 7B6 was competed against known gp41 mAbs, including Cluster I mAb 3D6 (thick diagonal). The experiment contained duplicate wells and was repeated twice. Competition of \>40% inhibition of binding of the BCA, approximately twice the background % of controls (over hatched line), was considered a positive result and only shown with the control 7B6 unlabeled Ab (filled bar).](pone.0158861.g003){#pone.0158861.g003}

![Identification of critical binding residues in the epitope for QtAb 6F5 by shotgun mutagenesis epitope mapping.\
(A) Binding relative to wild-type HIV gp160 reactivity is plotted for each mutant for the test QtAb 6F5, relative to the control mAb (2F5). Clones with reactivity \<35% for the test mAb but with \>70% reactivity for the control mAb were identified as critical for test mAb binding. (B) Alanine mutation of three individual residues significantly reduced 6F5 binding (dark grey bars), but did not impair binding of control Abs (2G12 or 2F5, shown in light grey or mid grey). Bars represent the mean and range of two replicates. (C) Structural visualization of the critical residues required for 6F5 binding, which compose the Ab epitope. Critical residues are shown in one chain of the gp41 post-fusion trimer (PDB 2EZQ) and (D) within the black circle on BG505 SOSIP.664 HIV-1 Env trimer (PDB 4ZMJ). (E) Competition-binding of biotinylated QtAb 6F5 against CG A mAb 2C6, CG B mAb 7B6, and gp41 mAbs, including gp41-specific mAb 50--69, Cluster-I-specific mAb 3D6, MPER-specific mAb 4E10 (open bars), and cluster II Abs D50, 98.6 and 126--7 (diagonal hatched bars). Competition causing \>40% inhibition of binding of the BCA, approximately twice the background % of controls (over broken line), was considered significant and is shown with the control unlabeled CG C QtAb 7C6 (filled bar) as well as mAbs 98.6 and 126--7.](pone.0158861.g004){#pone.0158861.g004}

The epitopes for CG A QtAb 2C6 and CG D QtAb 8B10 were not resolved, but the CG B and C QtAbs showed clear results. CG B QtAbs 5C2, 5F4, 7B6, 8F6 mapped to the immunodominant region 1 of gp41 known as Cluster I (residues 590--604), which comprises a loop between C598 and C604 ([Fig 3](#pone.0158861.g003){ref-type="fig"}, [Table 2](#pone.0158861.t002){ref-type="table"}, [S2 Table](#pone.0158861.s002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). We initially showed that the QtAbs did not compete with gp41 mAbs 2F5, 4E10 or 50--69, however, none of these mAbs specifically recognize the Cluster I epitope. MAb 3D6 is a non-neutralizing Ab that maps to the Cluster I epitope, as demonstrated by specific binding to the peptide CSGKLICTTAVPW (HXB2 gp160 reference amino acids 598--610) \[[@pone.0158861.ref021]\]. Notably, the nucleotide sequence encoding mAb 3D6 is nearly 97% identical to its inferred V~H~ and J~H~ germline genes encoding the heavy chain variable sequence \[[@pone.0158861.ref022]\], which starkly contrasts with the highly mutated QtAbs targeting this epitope that we isolated (82--85% of comparative heavy chain germline; [S1 Table](#pone.0158861.s001){ref-type="supplementary-material"} and \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\]). In Ab competition-binding assays, we did not observe significant competition with mAb 3D6 or any of a selection of additional anti-gp41 Abs ([Fig 3E](#pone.0158861.g003){ref-type="fig"}). This lack of competition supports the idea that these new Abs target this epitope in a unique manner. Close review of the peptide mapping performed with mAb 7B6 (described above) showed that there was no specific binding to the five peptides corresponding to this region of amino acids 596--605. Overall homology of the extracellular portion of gp41, between group M consensus sequence and BaL, was 92.4% and the critical mapped residues were all homologous. The sequence of the peptides that contained the critical residues (NIH AIDS Reagent Products Cat \# 9118--9122) overall were 93.3%, 100%, 93.3%, 93.3% and 86.7% homologous to that of the BaL strain, respectively. Of note, mAb 3D6 is known to bind linear epitopes, further supporting the differential targeting of this region \[[@pone.0158861.ref021]\].

10.1371/journal.pone.0158861.t002

###### Disruption of mAb binding to HIV-1 gp160 by alanine replacement of amino acid residues.

![](pone.0158861.t002){#pone.0158861.t002g}

  Competition Group (CG)   mAb                                                      HIV-1 gp160 mutations that disrupt binding          Region of HIV-1 gp160 containing epitope           
  ------------------------ -------------------------------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------ ------- --
  B                        5C2                                                      W596A, [C598A]{.ul}, G600A, L602A, [C604A]{.ul}     **X**                                              
  5F4                      W596A, [C598A]{.ul}, G600A, [C604A]{.ul}                 **X**                                                                                                  
  7B6                      W596A, [C598A]{.ul}, G600A, [C604A]{.ul}                 **X**                                                                                                  
  8F6                      W596A, [C598A]{.ul}, G600A, L602A, I603A, [C604A]{.ul}   **X**                                                                                                  
  C                        4E4                                                      N340A[\*](#t002fn002){ref-type="table-fn"}, E657A                                              **X**   
  6F5                      R557A, E654A, E657A                                                                                          **X**                                      **X**   
  6F11                     E657A                                                                                                        **X**                                              
  7C6                      E657A                                                                                                        **X**                                              

[Underline]{.ul} indicates cysteines that are involved in disulfide bonds.

\*Residue involved in a glycosylation site.

CG C QtAbs bound critical residues that mapped to the Cluster II region (residues 644--663) of gp41 ([Fig 4](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}, [Table 2](#pone.0158861.t002){ref-type="table"}, [S2 Table](#pone.0158861.s002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Binding of each of the four CG C QtAbs (4E4, 6F5, 6F11, 7C6) depended on amino acid E657 within Cluster II. Cluster II is located adjacent to the membrane proximal region (MPER, residues 662--683), and is generally 100-fold less immunogenic than Cluster I \[[@pone.0158861.ref023]\]. Many of the Cluster II-specific mAbs only bind oligomeric forms of gp41 and are thought to predominantly recognize post-fusion forms of Env \[[@pone.0158861.ref024]\]. QtAb competition-binding against known cluster II-targeting mAbs gave varying results ([Fig 4E](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}). MAb D50 \[[@pone.0158861.ref025]\], which recognizes a linear epitope in the region, did not show significant competition. However, two Abs (designated 98.6 and 126.7, [Fig 4E](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}) that bind discontinuous epitopes on oligomeric gp41 with overlap in the Cluster II region, did show partial competition \[[@pone.0158861.ref026], [@pone.0158861.ref027]\].

There were notable significant findings outside of the Cluster II region as well. In addition to E657, resolved amino acids for mAb 4E4 included N340, a gp120 residue located within the V3 loop. This area of the V3 loop is moderately immunogenic, however binding in this assay is of uncertain significance (see note below in [Discussion](#sec008){ref-type="sec"} section). The more striking finding was that mAb 6F5 resolved another Cluster II residue, E654, as well as residue R557 that is far-removed in the primary sequence and located in the heptad repeat I region (residues 553--585) ([Fig 4](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}). Additional CG C Abs exhibited modest decreases in binding with these point mutations (see [S2 Table](#pone.0158861.s002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}: residue E654 (48--49%) and residue R557 (60--70%). Mapping of these residues on the structure of the SIV gp41, the first trimerized stalk structure resolved from a related retrovirus (PDB 2EZQ), placed these sites in close proximity, consistent with the formation of a discontinuous epitope ([Fig 4C](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}); however only E654 and E657 were resolved ([Fig 4D](#pone.0158861.g004){ref-type="fig"}, black thick circle) on the BG505 SOSIP.664 HIV-1 Env structure (PDB 4ZMJ). On review of the group M consensus peptide mapping data, even single peptides containing R557, E654 and E657 lacked specific binding to CG C Ab 7C6 (data not shown). The specific peptides (NIH AIDS Reagent Program Cat \#9133 and Cat\# 9111) containing critical residues of CG C showed 100% homology to the BaL strain originally used to clone these QtAbs and within the VLPs and trimers. Previous studies showed the extracellular domains of III B strain gp41 \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\] has an overall homology of 92.4% to the BaL strain, and had complete conservation over long stretches of linear sequence (\> 30 residues) that contain these critical residues (data not shown). The epitopes recognized by CG C QtAbs also likely include additional residues, but these amino acids could not be identified, either because they individually contributed only weakly to Ab binding or because they induced protein misfolding. These data reveal a structural epitope consisting of amino acids in Cluster II and the heptad repeat I region.

Abs to the Cluster I region have been shown previously to exhibit little preference for binding monomeric, dimeric or trimeric forms of gp140 antigen \[[@pone.0158861.ref026]\]. The CG B Abs described here, however, did show a preference for binding to VLPs over gp140 trimers ([Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}), generally with approximately 10-fold enhanced binding to VLPs. These mAbs did not bind monomeric gp41 \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\] or individual peptides. CG C mAbs exhibited the most disparate intragroup binding kinetics (for example, mAb 4E4 in [Fig 2](#pone.0158861.g002){ref-type="fig"}) with mAbs 6F11 and 7C6 having essentially no preference for VLPs, and mAb 6F5 binding poorly to both gp140 trimers ([Table 2](#pone.0158861.t002){ref-type="table"}). Despite this complexity, QtAbs 6F5 and 6F11 showed near identical results in competition-binding analysis ([Fig 1](#pone.0158861.g001){ref-type="fig"}). These data indicate that there is an inherent difference in epitope presentation by gp140 trimer constructs and trimers presented on VLPs. Since the epitopes described here are generally present on gp140 trimers, they are unlikely to represent solely post-fusion gp41 forms.

Discussion {#sec008}
==========

HIV-infected individuals make Abs to HIV Env soon after infection, but neutralizing responses in these individuals are often delayed. The immunodominant epitopes recognized by non-neutralizing Abs to gp41 early in infection are poorly understood. Here we determined the patterns of recognition of two groups of highly mutated naturally-occurring HIV-specific Abs that recognize two unique quaternary epitopes. We further defined a unique conformation-dependent quaternary epitope in the immunodominant Cluster-1 region of gp41 and characterized a unique discontinuous epitope not previously described.

These studies suggest that VLPs (and by implication, virions) display complex HIV Env antigens differently than typical trimeric gp140 forms of recombinant gp140. Despite the maintenance of the cleavage site, the VLPs used in this study already were known to retain surface gp120 \[[@pone.0158861.ref009]\], present broad neutralizing epitopes, and show typical exposure of epitopes after binding CD4, and also identified anti-gp120 B cells \[[@pone.0158861.ref010]\]. Recent studies suggest that many recombinant trimeric gp140s, such as the ones used here, do not fully recapitulate immunodominant quaternary epitopes found on infectious virions \[[@pone.0158861.ref028]\]. This finding is consistent with previously reviewed data from experiments in which labeled gp140 trimers constructed using the T4 foldon domain were used in a similar fashion to our use of labeled-VLPs to clone Ab-expressing genes from individual B cells. All of the cloned and expressed Abs in those studies bound to monomeric forms of Env protein \[[@pone.0158861.ref007]\]. Recent similar single B cell sorting studies using the BG505 SOSIP.664 gp140 trimer, theorized to present the native trimer, did facilitate isolation of neutralizing quaternary epitope-targeting Abs \[[@pone.0158861.ref029]\].

Clearly, native trimers may preserve immunogenic epitopes better than other forms of Env, but there is perhaps a false assumption made by many that all anti-HIV Abs that recognize quaternary epitopes are broadly neutralizing. Virions are known to shed gp120 and present gp41 'stumps' that may misdirect the immune response \[[@pone.0158861.ref030]--[@pone.0158861.ref032]\]. These altered forms of Env may very well have quaternary epitopes associated with them. Some groups have suggested that any Ab that binds a quaternary epitope or recognizes the native trimeric structure of Env is neutralizing \[[@pone.0158861.ref033]--[@pone.0158861.ref035]\]. Serum neutralizing responses often do target quaternary and discontinuous epitopes on HIV virions \[[@pone.0158861.ref036], [@pone.0158861.ref037]\]. Certainly some potently neutralizing mAbs recognize quaternary epitopes such as PG9, PG16 \[[@pone.0158861.ref002]\], and the recently described mAbs 3BC176, 3BC315 \[[@pone.0158861.ref038]\] and 8066 \[[@pone.0158861.ref039], [@pone.0158861.ref040]\]. However, the data presented here suggests that potent neutralizing QtAbs may be rare and may be best isolated by large-scale screening. The study also raises the possibility that during HIV infection, the typical QtAbs that dominate the Ab response to complex Env epitopes are non-neutralizing.

Other recent reports regarding conformational epitopes are notable. MAb PGT122 recognizes a complex epitope encompassing V1, V3 and surrounding glycans \[[@pone.0158861.ref041]\]. Both the gp120 V3/V4 regions \[[@pone.0158861.ref042]\] and the V2 regions near the α4β7-binding site \[[@pone.0158861.ref043]\] were described as having conformational epitopes in an SIV study. MAb 3BC176 is a novel QtAb that was described recently with a CD4-inducible binding pattern and moderate depth and breadth of neutralization \[[@pone.0158861.ref038]\]. The 3BC176 Ab may be similar to CG A 2C6 QtAb, which exhibited limited neutralization of CD4-triggered virus \[[@pone.0158861.ref011]\].

It is not clear what forms of Env best represent the state of Env on virion particles in a physiologic milieu, although recent studies on the BG505 sequence are encouraging \[[@pone.0158861.ref044]\]. Natural virions may display gp120/gp41 monomers, gp120-depleted gp41 stumps, and other incomplete or noninfectious oligomeric forms, besides functional trimers, that may act as immune decoys \[[@pone.0158861.ref030]--[@pone.0158861.ref032]\]. These alternate viral protein structures also may misdirect the immune response toward non-neutralizing epitopes on gp120 and gp41 glycoproteins. It is thought that the majority of Abs directed against gp41 immunodominant Clusters I and II are weakly or non-neutralizing, although some can mediate Ab-dependent cellular cytotoxicity, or restrict HIV replication in macrophages and immature dendritic cells \[[@pone.0158861.ref045]--[@pone.0158861.ref047]\]. The immunodominant Cluster I loop should be inaccessible if gp120 is fully engaged with gp41 in a complete trimer, so many of the Abs targeting this epitope are thought to recognize post-fusion forms of Env or gp41 stumps \[[@pone.0158861.ref030]\]. Cluster I mutations have variable effects on HIV. Mutating sites 596 and 608 increases virion shedding of gp120, and mutating sites 605 and 609 enhances viral entry into cells, but mutations at 602 and 603 do not seem to change the association between gp41 to gp120 \[[@pone.0158861.ref048]\], and they do not affect HIV infectivity \[[@pone.0158861.ref049]\]. MAb 3D6, though not broadly neutralizing, can inhibit HIV-1 replication in Langerhans cells and interstitial dendritic cells \[[@pone.0158861.ref050]\]. MAb 3D6 has been mapped to the Cluster I loop \[[@pone.0158861.ref021]\], yet does not significantly inhibit Env binding of CG B QtAbs. This finding suggests that QtAbs recognize a variant form of the Cluster I loop, indicating this loop may be present in multiple conformations within the same assay. Differential binding to soluble trimers and VLPs ([Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}) further supports that the structural context of presentation of Env is particularly important for Cluster I epitopes. This observation is not surprising as this region may undergo complex dynamic changes as a 'hinge' during HIV fusion. One of the more extensive studies analyzing the Abs from B-cell clones that bind gp41 did find a small selection of potential conformationally targeted Abs that bound both the Cluster I region and MPER (Cluster IV) in gp41 \[[@pone.0158861.ref025]\].

Similarly, Cluster II-specific Abs are thought to be non-neutralizing due to the presumed targeting of a late-stage conformation of gp41. This conformation is thought to be only available once fusion is complete, or once gp120 has been 'shed', leaving decoy gp41 'stumps' on the virion surface \[[@pone.0158861.ref051], [@pone.0158861.ref052]\]. Many Cluster II Abs only bind oligomeric forms of gp41 and are thought to predominantly recognize post-fusion forms of Env \[[@pone.0158861.ref024]\]. The QtAbs described here may be from clonal lineages that were initially responding to such structures. However, our data support the idea that forms of this Cluster II region may be more universally accessible. Specifically, we directly isolated these QtAbs from circulating patient B cells using membrane-bound, non-fused, VLPs, mapped them using cell surface expression of gp160, and these QtAbs bound *in vitro* to gp140 soluble trimers and to VLPs.

Residue E654 has been involved with other mAbs that bind to gp140 oligomers and not to peptides bearing linear gp41 sequences \[[@pone.0158861.ref053]\], a finding that is consistent with the data here. Although Cluster II Abs have been reported, such as mAbs 98.6 and 126--7, whose binding depends on oligomerization and approximation of heptad repeat I and heptad repeat II, this report is the first case of of which we are aware of specific resolution of R557 in an epitope. Notably, mAb 8066 binds heptad repeat I and is broadly neutralizing, however, this Ab epitope was mapped to amino acids H564, W571, K574, and Q575 \[[@pone.0158861.ref039], [@pone.0158861.ref040]\].

The CG C QtAbs described exhibited the greatest diversity in recognizing different forms of Env. Although initially characterized as separate clonal lineages \[[@pone.0158861.ref012]\], the similar sequence and shared epitope of these CG C QtAbs implies these Abs may share a clonal origin. Differences in binding patterns could reflect the effect of multiple Ab gene mutations that were selected over time. Particularly notable is MAb 6F5, which was the only QtAb for which alteration of the amino acid R557 abrogated binding. Within the epitope CG C, 6F5 also was the QtAb most sensitive to the change of antigen presentation from VLP to trimeric forms, and differentially recognized strain BaL versus SF162 (see [Table 1](#pone.0158861.t001){ref-type="table"}). To our knowledge, Abs have not been specifically mapped to either this Cluster II residue (E654) or the heptad repeat I residue R557. Mab 4E4 also maps to N340, a glycosylation site residue in gp120 (24% reactivity when altered), and alteration of the residue T342 in its complementary glycosylation site caused only a moderate effect on binding (binding of about 76% of *wt*). Generally, this finding would argue against the site being an important part of the 4E4 epitope. When projected onto the structure recently reported for the strain BG505 SOSIP 664 trimer \[[@pone.0158861.ref041]\], this site is removed from residues R557 and S657 (data not shown). However, other conformational-dependent Abs, such as PGT151 \[[@pone.0158861.ref054]\] and 8ANC19 \[[@pone.0158861.ref055]\], are known to be affected by remote glycosylation sites.

The data shows that QtAbs can bind Env in a variety of trimeric constructions, even in some pre-fusion forms of Env. Env is thought to be particularly flexible on the membrane surface, and these Abs may only bind certain conformations of trimer \[[@pone.0158861.ref056]\]. Others have shown that even broadly neutralizing Abs targeting the same epitope sequentially interact and likely neutralize in structurally distinct ways \[[@pone.0158861.ref057]\]. The results from this study have direct relevance to current strategies for developing new experimental vaccines for HIV. Much of the current focus in the field is appropriately aimed at recapitulating Env antigens with conformational fidelity to the Env form found on infectious virions. While this objective is logical, our data suggest that it may be desirable to develop an engineered Env antigen that retains conserved neutralizing determinants but obscures immunodominant quaternary epitopes that frequently induce non-neutralizing Abs, like those shown in this manuscript. This approach is ongoing with the SOSIP trimer 664 from strain BG505 \[[@pone.0158861.ref044], [@pone.0158861.ref058]\]. Newer structure-based vaccine antigens designed using emerging computational methods might provide a way forward for development of optimized Env vaccines \[[@pone.0158861.ref059]\]. Further characterization of immunodominant epitopes that are undesirable in an optimal HIV immunogen should be of high interest to those engaged in rational vaccine design.
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